The Prodigal Father
“The Greatest Story Ever Told” Series Part 4
Luke 15:11-32
Introduction: 
In his short story, Capital of the World, Ernest Hemingway wrote about a father in Spain who had a son named Paco. Because of his son’s rebellion, Paco and his father were estranged. The father was bitter and angry with his son, and kicked him out of the house. After years of

bitterness, the father’s anger ended and he realized his mistake. 
He began to look for Paco, with no results. Finally, in desperation, the father placed an ad in the Madrid newspaper. The ad read,

“PACO, ALL IS FORGIVEN. MEET ME AT THE NEWSPAPER OFFICE AT 9AM TOMORROW. LOVE, YOUR FATHER.” 
Paco is a rather common name in Spain, and

Hemingway wrote that when the father arrived the next morning, there were 600 young men—all named Paco—waiting to receive the forgiveness of their fathers and hoping to be treated as sons.”
I agree so much with Timothy Keller who said “There seems to be a sense, then, in which we are all like the younger brother. We are all exiles, always longing for home. We are always traveling, never arriving. The houses and families we actually inhabit are only inns along the way, but they aren’t home. Home continues to evade us.” (pg 95). Keller acknowledges what he all know. There must be something out there so satisfying that it can meet our deepest longings. In an even more real sense every one of us is a Paco, deeply in need of experiencing extravagant Father God love. Without it “home” continues to evade us. And so for the 4th and final message in this series I want to begin with this idea.
Idea:
Extravagant Father love will let you GO, will let you hit BOTTOM, will let you come BACK and will treat you as if you never LEFT.

The first point I want to make is The Prodigal Father will let you go. 
THE PRODIGAL FATHER WILL LET YOU GO (15:11-16)

I actually want to expand this into two points here. The first is - He regrets your rebellion but won’t force your loyalty.
A. Father God regrets your rebellion but won’t force your loyalty

In this parable, Jesus shows us that everyone is capable of being a rebel. Both brothers resented their father’s authority and sought ways of getting out from under it.  They each wanted to get into a position in which they could tell the father what to do. Each one, in other words, rebelled – but one did so by being very bad and the other by being extremely good. 
In the exact same ways, we rebel against God. God was the “father” of our home and we chafe under His authority. Every one of us has wanted to live without God’s interference, and so we wished Him dead. In fact we treated Him as if He were dead, as if He didn’t exist. Perhaps we even began to believe He didn’t exist and so we have turned away, and become alienated from Him, and lost our home for the same reason the younger brother lost his and the elder brother refused his. Amazingly when we wished God dead, He didn’t explode in anger and He didn’t stop us. He let us go, though we spurned the very love that granted us freedom. 
Rebellion against God is a spiritual matter and can be fired up and stoked in the heart by anything. What I have seen would include some of the following: 

the death of someone very close to us, 
the loss of employment or financial ruin, 
illness and a debilitating injury to you or to a loved one.
I had a friend of mine who was a pastor who was treated very poorly by his church. He never recovered finding fault with God for the ill treatment. Today he never talks about God. I don’t have the time within the parameters of this message to lay out everything that can trigger spiritual rebellion. However what I will do is to leave no doubt in your mind as to what fuels it.
Spiritual rebellion is always because of very wrong concepts of God. It’s no good to believe in God if you believe in the wrong kind of God. And those concepts can be positively or negatively influenced by the impact our earthly fathers can have. I was thinking I may not be here for Father’s Day so this will have to serve as a premature message. All of us have been raised in homes which have impacted our view of God in more ways then we are willing to admit. That is why when Tom Brokaw asked Mother Teresa how there could be world peace she said – “Tell the fathers to go home and love their children.” She knew the powerful ways a father can influence his children. 
Some of you were raised by an authoritarian father who only wanted to be obeyed.

1. The Authoritarian Father only wants to be obeyed
The authoritarian father intervenes to stop what you are doing. He hands out a list of dos and don'ts. He interrupts you and says no to the things that are important to you. Your heart is quenched by this. This kind of father does not honor your individuality. He is not interested in your desires or goals - only his own. He wants no partnership or deep intimacy with you, but only to be obeyed.  
Some of you were raised by a father who judged your every failure.
2. The Accusing Father judges you at every failure 
This is the accusing father who happens to be the most common example. He proclaims to love you with his whole heart, but he judges you continually at every failure. In his mind he is trying to motivate you to do right. He thinks if he points out your failures, you will be motivated to try harder next time. He rarely shows you affection or affirms you. If you grew up with this type of father, you will have great difficulty understanding the love of your heavenly Father because you will think God is always accusing you.
Whether your concept of God was shaped by an authoritarian father or an accusing father, know this: God regrets your rebellion but He will not force your loyalty. God loves you so much He will never force you to stay in fellowship with Him. So, if you are bound and determined to do something as foolish as walking out on God, He won’t stop you. He doesn’t coerce obedience and loyalty from you. He wants you to freely love and serve Him. 

This is why, in addition, God also suffers in silence but feels your pain. 
B. Father God suffers in silence but feels your pain

Some of you are parents of prodigals. Those of you who have prodigal children or grandchildren in your family know the kind of pain Father God feels toward us when we rebel. You know what it is like to have grown children who are alienated from you and you suffer in silence. God hurts even more - Because the greater the capacity to love, the greater the capacity to be hurt. And God’s love is stronger than any human love, and that’s why His pain is greater too. He loves you more than you love yourself so He feels your pain – whether it is the pain you are experiencing from loneliness or the pain you are experiencing from rejection or the pain of ruining your life God feels it more than you do. And if it helps He experiences it even more than you do to. Let’s talk about your concept of God again. 
God is not…
1. The Passive Father is emotionally distant 

the emotionally distant or passive father who expresses his affections in a minimal way. The passive father assumes you know he loves you, but he rarely speaks it. However, you don't know he sees or feels your pain or joy. When something wonderful or tragic happens, the passive father just nods his head. You begin to believe God is like that as well. He does not feel your pain or share your joy. He has little affections to express to you. You may reap strong emotional consequences if you are raised by this kind of father.
Furthermore God is not…
2. The Absent Father is never there
the absent father who is never there. Maybe he is the father you never knew, perhaps even dying before you were born. The absent father is not like the passive father who is there yet does not communicate. He simply is never there. Therefore he never intervenes to help you in times of trouble. You feel totally abandoned and neglected by your earthly father. This hinders your ability to experience the presence of your heavenly Father.
Finally, God is not the abusive father.
3. The Abusive Father inflicts pain deliberately

Abusive fathers inflict pain on their children deliberately, hurting them emotionally, mentally, physically and sometimes sexually. There is no greater torment in life than the torment at the hands of an abusive father. It not only destroys the child's natural emotions, but it deeply shapes his relationship with God. 

Unlike the passive father who is emotionally distant, unlike the absent father who is never there,

unlike the abusive father who inflicts pain deliberately

God suffers in silence but feels your pain. And when you are ready to return the prodigal father will let you come back.
THE PRODIGAL FATHER WILL LET YOU COME BACK (15:17-24) 

I came across something funny the other day I know most of you teenagers will enjoy. It’s called

“Seven Things You’ll Never Hear Your Dad Say”:
7. I notice all your friends have a hostile attitude–I like that!
6. Well now that you’re 13, Princess, I want you to start dating older guys.
5. No son of mine is going to live under this roof without an earring!
4. Why do you want to get a job? I’ve got plenty of money for you to spend!
3. Your mother and I are going away for the weekend–you might want to consider throwing a party.
2. Here’s my credit card and the keys to my car–now, GO CRAZY!
1. Well, looks like I’m lost–I guess I’ll have to stop and ask for directions!
One thing you’ll never hear your Heavenly Father say is “If you walk away from Me, you can never come back.” He loves you so much, you are free to walk out of fellowship with Him–He won’t stop you. When you come to your senses He will run to meet you even if your motives aren’t perfect.  On the back of your sermon outline you will see I put Psalm 103. Let’s turn over and read it together. In the congregational survey you were asked about worship style. A total of 8 different elements were listed from organ music to baby dedications.  I was really pleased to see that highest on the list was Scripture reading at 97%. So let’s do it right now and begin reading at verse 8.
8The LORD is merciful and gracious,
   slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love.


9He will not always chide,
   nor will he keep his anger forever.

10He does not deal with us according to our sins,
   nor repay us according to our iniquities.

I would give this Psalm the title of “Grace Anatomy”.   From what you just read you can see how much God is anatomically correct when it comes to grace. 
Verse 8 says God has a long fuse;

Verse 9 says God has a short memory;

Verse 10 says God has thick skin
A. Father God hurries to forgive and to restore you

Now in keeping with “Grace Anatomy” the passage in Luke 15 gives the grand and final exclamation point. My favorite part of the story is that the father saw him at a great distance and RAN to meet him. This is the greatest two word description of God’s grace in the Bible: He ran. This is the only place in the Bible (that I am aware of) where we read that God is in a hurry to do anything. 

When it comes to His anger toward us God thankfully has a long fuse.

When it comes to judgment and condemnation on your sin God thankfully is slow to judge and to condemn.

The only time God is in any hurry is when He forgives and restores you. Then He runs to you saying “Quickly we must celebrate. You were lost but now you are found!”
The next time you feel that God will not take you back because of what you have done – maybe you had a divorce, maybe you had an affair, maybe you had an abortion or maybe none of that but you just sense that God is faraway from you -  just remember “Grace Anatomy”. 

God has a long fuse;

God has a short memory;

God has thick skin;

God has fast feet!

This is because Father God cares more about you than your sin. 
B.   Father God cares more about you than your sin

This is where the younger brother had it all wrong. He thought that his father would care more about his sin than he would care about him. Remember in his “acceptance” speech the younger brother had rehearsed 3 parts.

He would start first by confessing his sin. That was because he thought that was what his father cared most about.
Secondly, the younger brother would admit to being unworthy as a son. If your father cares more about your sin than he does about you than before he has the chance to remind you you should say you are an “unworthy son”. He is going to say it anyway. Might as well be you!
And then, thirdly, the younger brother would bargain with his father to be accepted as a servant.  Still thinking that his sin is what mattered most to his father, the younger brother was thinking how he could atone for it all. He would have to become a servant and work to pay it off. 
The only catch was the father didn’t want a servant, he wanted a son. 
Servants have to perform. 
Servants are on a treadmill of works that never end. Servants live or die by conditional love. 

So when the son said “I am not worthy to be your son”, the very use of the word “son” was all it took for the father to shield him from the shame of Kezazah and smother him with kisses. His father knew but didn’t care that he was an unworthy son. The point is he never deserved to be a son – it was all by grace alone. And in the same way, none of us are ever worthy of be called sons of God – it too is all by grace alone. And it is because of this grace we can have this blessed assurance always that God cares more about you than He does about your sin. Father God is glorified only when He shows unconditional love. 
Let me take you back again to that Psalm 103 passage. I purposefully left out verse 11. Remember this is “Grace Anatomy”. Here in verse 11 we read. Well why don’t you read it with me?
11For as high as the heavens are above the earth,
   so great is his steadfast love toward those who fear him;


12as far as the east is from the west,
   so far does he remove our transgressions from us.
Verses 11-12  say God has a big heart. God’s heart like the distance between east and west, cannot be measured. On a globe, if you go north, you will eventually reach the North Pole and if you keep walking in a straight line, you will start heading south. Eventually, north meets south. Not so east and west. If I go east around the globe, I never reach west. Now does that sound like God is… 
More concerned about remembering your sin or about forgiving your sin? 
More concerned about you or about your sin? 
More concerned about where you have been or what you can become? God’s heart is big enough for you even though you still have sin. So let’s list God’s grace anatomy again. 
God has a long fuse;

God has a short memory;

God has thick skin;

God has fast feet!
God has a big heart
On that basis we go to the third point which is…

THE PRODIGAL FATHER WILL TREAT AS IF YOU NEVER LEFT (15:25-32)
God is like a love-sick Father who cares more about us than our sin. He longs to welcome us home and restore us to full sonship. When we recognize our sin, confess it, forsake it and return to our Heavenly Father, He "restores the joy of our salvation." (Psalm 51:12) and "redeems us so that we can receive the full rights of sons." (Galatians 4:5). The Prodigal Father will treat you as if you never left and it’s all by grace. He saves you by grace alone and He treats by grace alone.  Otherwise if you have to do something to maintain it it wouldn’t be unconditional love and unmerited grace.
This is where the elder brother got it all confused. He had no place for grace. He thought his father’s love was something you had to earn. 
A.   The elder brother related to his father as if he (the father) had no grace

To the elder brother his father is something of a coach. There is no real relationship, at least not on a personal level. Joining the church is like making the team. When God does choose to communicate, it isn’t with soft-spoken words of loving encouragement but with an angry shout of “run fast! Jump higher! Two more laps!” One’s responsibility is to train hard, perform well on game day, and perhaps be fortunate enough to get a slap on the seat and a perfunctory ‘Nice job.’

When confronted with joy, think of it a party, a dark power erupts from the darkness of his hidden, hardened heart. He would rather be miserable but keep up the pretense and the external veneer of being righteous rather than to admit he too was not perfect and in need of the grace. His pride and his dignity won’t let him go there.
And because there is elder brotherism in all of us, which just can’t accept the concept of unmerited grace, God had to send our true elder brother Jesus Christ who could teach us the concept.
B. The true elder brother related to His Father as One who is extravagant and wasteful in grace

Now I finally get to tell you what I have wanted to tell you from the very first words of the very first message. I am a preacher – you don’t unless you are a preacher how hard it is to hold something back. I know you Bible scholars know this but I didn’t. It was brand new to me. 
What makes this parable so scandalous is

…not that the younger brother asked for his inheritance;

…nor that the elder brother refused to go into the party;

…and it isn’t that the community did not practice Kezazah.
What makes this story so scandalous is that Jesus would dare to use the word “Father”! It went against all convention that he would see God as His Father. It was rarely done in the Old Testament. Do you know apart from several texts in which God is compared with an earthly father, the word is used of Him only 15 times.  Let me say that again – In 39 books of the Old Testament encompassing 1074 chapters which includes 27570 verses there is only 15 times where you will find the “Father” used of God. 
Yet Jesus Christ always spoke of God as “My Father”. In fact a closer study reveals that Jesus used this address in all His prayers with one exception when from the cross He cried “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” That was the experience of justice – not grace.

Otherwise in the 22 instances where Jesus prayed, He always called God His Father. Our true elder brother related to His Father as One who is extravagant and wasteful in grace. And He died for you so that He could remove any doubt we had left.

Extravagant Father love will let you GO, will let you hit BOTTOM, will let you come BACK and will treat you as if you never LEFT.
Because this is Memorial Day I feel compelled to end with this story. By now you know that whenever our soldiers go off to war yellow ribbons are worn on lapels. There is some controversy as to when that practice actually began. The most credible account goes like this. 

You may remember that during the imprisonment of fifty-two American hostages in Iran, it became popular to wear or display yellow ribbons as expressions of our joy in welcoming the released hostages back home. The use of the yellow ribbon grew out of the following true story: 
A group of college students were en route from New York to Florida for a weekend. As their bus passed through New Jersey a man dressed in a plain, ill-fitting suit sat down in front of them. He never moved his dusky face or said much. He just chewed the inside of his lip a lot, frozen into a personal cocoon of silence. As they traveled together the young people introduced themselves to him and began to learn his story. He had been in a New York jail for the past four years, and now he was going home. For the past three and one-half years he had had no contact with his wife or children. 

At the beginning of his imprisonment he had written his wife, telling her only that he was going to be away for a long time; and that if she couldn't stand it, she could merely forget him and marry someone else. He would understand. Now, for all he knew she might have done that. 
One of the young people replied, "And are you going home now not knowing?"
 "That's right," he said. 
Then he told them that the week before, when he was sure that his parole was coming through, he wrote his wife again. There was a big oak tree on their place near the highway, and he wrote her that if she'd take him back, she should put a yellow handkerchief on the tree. Then he would get off and come home. If she didn't want him, she should forget it-put no handkerchief on the tree, and he'd pass on through. 
By this time the bus was twenty miles from his home, and all six of the young people were caught up in anticipation. They took over the window seats on the right side of the bus, waiting for the view of that oak tree. The bus acquired a dark, hushed mood, full of the silence of absence and lost years. The man stopped looking, fortifying himself against still another disappointment. The bus drew nearer his home-ten miles and then five. Then, suddenly, all the young people were up out of their seats, screaming, shouting, and crying, doing small dances of exultation. All except the man. He sat there stunned, looking at the oak tree. It was covered with yellow handkerchiefs-twenty of them, thirty of them...maybe hundreds. The tree stood like a banner of welcome blowing in the wind! As the young people shouted, the former con rose from his seat, and sidled to the front of the bus. He was going home again.
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